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'Large complaints in little papers': negotiating Ovidian genealogies of complaint in Drayton's Englands Heroicall Epistles

Alison Thorne
Heere must your Ladiship A similar interplay between divergent tendencies, I would argue, is to be found in EHE. Drayton, seeking perhaps to surpass his classical precursor's ethopoeic skills, is respectful of the integrity of the epistolary voices he has brought into being, while sometimes availing himself of them as tropes through which to vent his personal preoccupations on a range of issues: most notably, imitation, the poet's function as socio-moral critic, the relationship between public and private experience, and the predicament of women. At the same time as Drayton foregrounds the female epistolary voice, however, he insistently draws attention to its vulnerability to erasure. These latent tensions inherent within the Heroidean model are differently re-enacted in his collection on two main levels. First, many of the female epistles are visibly scarred by a conflict between the putative writer's desire freely to relate her side of the story and her consciousness of being hedged in by literary and cultural norms. And, secondly, these tensions are written out in the form of a temporal progression within the letters themselves: from diffident, stumbling beginnings, as the writer struggles to find words adequate to convey her feelings, several epistles go on to launch a surprisingly forceful complaint against the abuses of masculine eloquence and ethics within both the private and public spheres. In what follows my aim is to elucidate these paradoxes by analysing factors that might be said to hinder or enable (or both) the emergence of a distinctively feminocentric perspective on the politics of love and history. Specific consideration will be given to the complicated ways in which this process is influenced by the collection's Ovidian sources and the (real and fictional) authors' responses to them. For the analytical purposes of this particular reading, I shall start by focusing on Drayton's use of intertextual allusions and then compare the ways in which they are deployed by his male and female writers. Not only does silence offer no refuge for Drayton's female writers; they are denied even a modicum of their Ovidian precursors' licence to indulge in frank description of their desires, having apparently internalised the prevailing doctrine that verbal self-assertion is incompatible with female modesty. xvi It is specifically a 'Maidens thoughts' that check Geraldine's trembling hand, restraining her from making too candid a declaration of her love for fear that the slightest over-boldness of expression will 'disclose' her 'inward Guilt' (her secret desire for the earl of Surrey), thereby jeopardising her self-presentation as an exemplar of virginal innocence (23-36).
Alice's uncertainty about how to frame her response to the Black Prince likewise stems from her terror 'a Womans Weakenesse, lest I should discover' (3). But the real 'fault' seems to be located not so much in the guilty longings themselves as in their publication through an act of writing that As Alice's coupling of 'Fame' with 'blame' and (implicitly) 'shame' suggests, the deeply ingrained fear of self-exposure expressed by these writers is also inspired by a distrust of fame and its consequences: a concern thematized in many female-voiced complaints written at the turn of the century, as Guy-Bray notes in this collection. xviii Such misgivings may have been intensified by the shift from a predominantly oral environment, like that in which Ovid's heroines operate, to an increasingly print-based culture. Whereas Drayton's male writers would seem to share his personal investment in that culture, using their epistles as medium for crafting and disseminating a heroical public image to an (anticipated) wider audience xix , their female interlocutors' excessive caution over committing their thoughts to paper reflects a sense that any publicising of the self, even in the semi-private form of a love letter (that does, it so happens, find its way into print), can only be damaging to their sex. Speculation aside, what is clearly exposed through these authorial manoeuvres is the extent to which the rhetorical resources of Drayton's heroines have been eroded and 'deformed' by such 'cares' and the timidity, doubt and selfcensorship they breed.
In addition to negotiating these cultural and linguistic constraints, his female writers have to contend with a tradition of love poetry that not only claims the right to define them but does so in ways that place them at a marked disadvantage in relation to their male counterparts. Drayton's use of the paired epistle, it might be argued, serves primarily to position his female writers as the objects of, and respondents to, a masculine amatory discourse, irrespective of who initiates the exchange of letters. The epideictic language of his male lovers partakes of a rhetorical tradition that is Ovidian in origin, though mediated by the poetics of Petrarchism and its heirs, the courtly sonneteers. Reflecting the confluence of these literary influences, its register fluctuates between blatant sensuality and elaborate sublimation, but to much the same effect. Where Drayton is attentive to the vulnerability of the female epistolary voice, the bravura performance of alluring eloquence given by one male writer after another seems calculated to efface this voice altogether, even as it purports to exalt the beloved. Lines', but to reconstitute the beloved afresh. Even when old and withered she will fetch her sense of identity from the fictive images reflected back at her by his poetic glass. In laying claim to the power to refashion self and others, Surrey/ Drayton implicitly defines the act of translation (and its cognates: imitation, allusion, paraphrase) as a masculine prerogative, woman as the text to be reconfigured. xxi As Liz Oakley-Brown reminds us in her analysis of the sexual politics of early modern translation, the business of translating classical texts (as distinct from religious writings) was chiefly reserved for men in this period, women being consigned to the less active role of readers or dedicatees. The heroines' involvement in the process of recasting Ovid goes some way towards explaining how it is that they do in fact manage to overcome the seemingly insuperable "writer's block" confronting them on first setting pen to paper. Other factors too may play a part in releasing their pent-up creative energies. Although the pairing of epistles undoubtedly works against the female correspondent in some respects, it also offers her the possibility (not always taken up) of replying in a dialogical rather than merely echoic fashion. The acute awareness of women's subjection to the 'rules' of a masculine system of representation which Drayton has bestowed on some of his heroines may not of itself be sufficient to deliver them from such entanglements. But the mere act of reflexively rehearsing the various impediments to writing at the start of their letters may help them circumvent such problems and thereby clear a discursive space for themselves. Whatever explanation we favour, evidently Drayton's female writers do not remain marooned in a state of 'verbal impotence'. xxv For, as the material existence of their letters attests, each of them contrives to find a way around these obstacles that allows her to write eloquently. In moving beyond their initial difficulties, they simultaneously move beyond a form of complaint that is problematically rooted in the body and emotions -in part through their assimilation of more rational modes of analysis, argument and dissent. Indeed in several epistles complaint begins to shed its gendered connotations of impotent lamentation and recover its other history as a compelling medium for moral and socio-political protest. xxvi The final part of this essay will briefly attempt to show how the Heroides' subliminal presence in Drayton's text is instrumental in fostering this development.
Assuming that, as Lyne has convincingly argued, Drayton's imitation of Ovid in EHE includes a strong element of resistance to his classical model on ethical grounds, it is highly significant that We might expect Drayton's female writers to echo Ovid where love matters are in question.
Much more remarkable is the extension of this use of complaint as a vehicle for moral and political critique into the public domain, as they assume the role of commentator on unfolding historical events. On the face of it, this seems unpromising territory in which to search for Heroidean parallels. It is, after all, a critical truism that Ovid's heroines, forsaken and isolated, occupy a peripheral position in relation to the world of heroic endeavour and conflict which takes their lovers from them. Indeed they are doubly insulated from that larger picture by their solipsistic absorption in their own erotic affairs, a feature typical of Roman love-elegy, to which political concerns are subordinated even in the minds of those who are rulers as well as lovers (e.g. Phyllis, Dido, Hypsipyle by nostalgic regret for the brief interlude of domestic bliss she enjoyed with her husband before being forced by their power-hungry relatives to claim the throne, 'As when we liv'd untouch'd with these disgraces,/ When as our Kingdome was our deare embraces' (43-56).
The subtextual argument that is being played out in these epistles -that women have often been required to bear the emotional costs of male advancement within a public arena whose valuesystems are fundamentally alien to them -also resonates with the classical past. The dialogue between the conflicting ideologies of lyric and narrative history that structures Drayton's EHE and other affiliated texts, can be understood as a displaced and updated re-enactment of the contest between the elegiac and epic visions of life that propels the Heroides. In Jane Gray's disaffection with dynastic politics we may speculate that Drayton's informed readers would have responses to this literary heritage, encompassing both resistance and identification, the evidence considered here suggests that Ovidian influences have a crucially productive role to perform in enabling them to formulate an incisive counter-perspective on matters public and private.
